Harris Kakoulides 


The Tradition of washing of the hands 


Not all traditions are Bad but some are actually good. 


1 Corinthians 11:2 


Now I praise you, brethren, that you remember me in all things and 
keep the traditions just as I delivered them to you. 


2 Thessalonians 2:15 


Therefore, brethren, stand fast and hold the traditions which you were 
taught, whether by word or our epistle. 


The Lord Supper, baptism and Foot Washing are traditions which was 
established by Jesus and has followed us to this day . Teaching us 
about the death of Jesus , his resurrection, and about serving our 
fellow brothers. 


But when it came to the Jewish traditions many of them was found to 
be hypocritical by Jesus . 


Matthew 23:25-28 


“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you cleanse the 
outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of extortion and 
self-indulgence. Blind Pharisee, first cleanse the inside of the cup and 
dish, that the outside of them may be clean also. “Woe to you, scribes 
and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which 
indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but inside are full of dead men’s 
bones and all uncleanness. Even so you also outwardly appear 
righteous to men, but inside you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness. 


Some traditions were followed blindly just because my parents did it , 
I will do it too like Paul who had a zeal for them but later finding out 
that they was wrong. 


Galatians 1:14 


And I advanced in Judaism beyond many of my contemporaries in my 
own nation, being more exceedingly zealous for the traditions of my 
fathers. 


Jesus referred to the washing of the hands as not important with God, 
but a clean life and heart is before God important. 


Matthew 15:1-20 


Then the scribes and Pharisees who were from Jerusalem came to 
Jesus, saying, 


“Why do Your disciples transgress the tradition of the elders? For they 
do not wash their hands when they eat bread.” He answered and said 
to them, “Why do you also transgress the commandment of God 


because of your tradition? For God commanded, saying, ‘Honor your 
father and your mother’; and, ‘He who curses father or mother, let him 
be put to death.’ 


But you say, ‘Whoever says to his father or mother, “Whatever profit 
you might have received from me is a gift to God ”"— 


then he need not honor his father or mother.’ Thus you have made the 
commandment of God of no effect by your tradition. Hypocrites! Well 
did Isaiah prophesy about you, saying: ‘These people draw near to Me 
with their mouth, And honor Me with their lips, But their heart is far 
from Me. And in vain they worship Me, Teaching as doctrines the 
commandments of men.’ ”When He had called the multitude to 
Himself, He said to them, “Hear and understand: Not what goes into 
the mouth defiles a man; but what comes out of the mouth, this 
defiles a man.” Then His disciples came and said to Him, “Do You 
know that the Pharisees were offended when they heard this saying?” 
But He answered and said, “Every plant which My heavenly Father 
has not planted will be uprooted. Let them alone. They are blind 
leaders of the blind. And if the blind leads the blind, both will fall into 
a ditch.” Then Peter answered and said to Him, “Explain this parable 
to us.” So Jesus said, “Are you also still without understanding? Do 
you not yet understand that whatever enters the mouth goes into the 
stomach and is eliminated? But those things which proceed out of the 
mouth come from the heart, and they defile a man. For out of the 
heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, 
false witness, blasphemies.These are the things which defile a man, 
but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile a man.” 


Jesus himself did not washed his hands in rebellion to the Jewish 
traditions ( oral law) 


Mark 7:1-23 


Then the Pharisees and some of the scribes came together to Him, 
having come from Jerusalem. Now when they saw some of His 
disciples eat bread with defiled, that is, with unwashed hands, they 
found fault. 


For the Pharisees and all the Jews do not eat unless they wash their 
hands in a special way, holding the tradition of the elders. 


When they come from the marketplace, they do not eat unless they 
wash. And there are many other things which they have received and 
hold, like the washing of cups, pitchers, copper vessels, and couches. 


Then the Pharisees and scribes asked Him, “Why do Your disciples not 
walk according to the tradition of the elders, but eat bread with 
unwashed hands?” He answered and said to them, “Well did Isaiah 
prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written: ‘This people honors Me 
with their lips, But their heart is far from Me. And in vain they 
worship Me, Teaching as doctrines the commandments of men.’ For 
laying aside the commandment of God, you hold the tradition of men 
—the washing of pitchers and cups, and many other such things you 
do.” He said to them, “All too well you reject the commandment of 
God, that you may keep your tradition. For Moses said, ‘Honor your 
father and your mother’; and, ‘He who curses father or mother, let him 
be put to death.’ But you say, ‘If a man says to his father or mother, 
“Whatever profit you might have received from me is Corban”—’ (that 
is, a gift to God ), then you no longer let him do anything for his 
father or his mother, making the word of God of no effect through 
your tradition which you have handed down. And many such things 
you do.” When He had called all the multitude to Himself, He said to 
them, “Hear Me, everyone, and understand: There is nothing that 
enters a man from outside which can defile him; but the things which 
come out of him, those are the things that defile a man. If anyone has 
ears to hear, let him hear!” When He had entered a house away from 
the crowd, His disciples asked Him concerning the parable. So He said 
to them, “Are you thus without understanding also? Do you not 
perceive that whatever enters a man from outside cannot defile him, 
because it does not enter his heart but his stomach, and is eliminated, 
thus purifying all foods?” And He said, “What comes out of a man, 
that defiles a man. For from within, out of the heart of men, proceed 
evil thoughts, adulteries, fornications, murders, thefts, covetousness, 
wickedness, deceit, lewdness, an evil eye, blasphemy, pride, 
foolishness. All these evil things come from within and defile a man.” 


The Washing of Hands by the Jews and why they did it and do it. 


In Jewish tradition, hand washing plays an important role in thier 
daily life, especially before meals and after using the restroom. The 
Mishna which is the oral law written down and the Talmud which is 
it’s commentary have extensive laws surrounding the practice of hand 
washing and provides guidance Jews used on how to perform it 
correctly. 


In tractate Berakhot 53b, the Talmudic passage records a debate 
between Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Shimon ben Lakish regarding the 
origins and significance of this practice: 


“The Sages taught: One who wants to eat bread must first wash his 


hands... Rabbi Yohanan says: This provision was a fence enacted by 
the Sages, so that one would refrain from entering places where the 
sanctity of the meal has been lifted due to contact. 


So the reason for this practice and other of the traditions of the elders 
was to put a fence around a commandment. But in doing so they 
would misinterpret and break the very commandments they wanted to 
keep. The first time this was done one can be seen in the Garden of 
Eden with Eve. 


God said to Adam do not eat of the fruit of the knowledge of good and 
Evil. 


Genesis 2:16-17 


And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “Of every tree of the 
garden you may freely eat; but of the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall 
surely die.” 


But Eve when debating with the Devil who appeared to her in a snake 
said the command was not to even touch it. So she added to God’s 
word. 


Genesis 3:3 


but of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, God has 
said, ‘You shall not eat it, nor shall you touch it, lest you die.’ ” 


The Old Testament warns about adding or taking away from God’s 
word 


Deuteronomy 4:2 


You shall not add to the word which I command you, nor take from it, 
that you may keep the commandments of the Lord your God which I 
command you. 


Deuteronomy 12:32 


“Whatever I command you, be careful to observe it; you shall not add 
to it nor take away from it. 


Proverbs 30:6 


Do not add to His words, Lest He rebuke you, and you be found a liar. 


And that is what we have in the oral law a adding to the word of God. 


Debates where done to what point one use to wash their hands among 
the Jewish schools of the day. 


Yadayim 1:1 states: 


“TA person] should not eat bread until he washes his hands. The 
School of Shammai say: up to the wrist; the School of Hillel say: up to 
the joint [at the back of the hand].” 


This Mishna elucidates that the act of hand-washing before eating 
bread was already a well-established practice by the time of its 
recording. It also reveals a difference of opinion between the School of 
Shammai and the School of Hillel regarding the extent of hand- 
washing. 


Here are some quotes and references from the the Talmud and Mishna 
of washing one’s hands before a meal to show the seriousness of the 
matter among the Jews and I made some comments on where they 
where wrong.: 


1. Mishnah Yadayim 1:1: “All food requires washing of the hands, 
except for water and salt. Rabbi Judah says, ‘even salt requires 
washing because of the danger of Gehenna.”” 


This Mishna establishes the general rule among the Jews that all food 
requires washing of the hands before eating, except for water and salt. 
Rabbi Judah, however, takes it a step further and says that even salt 
requires washing because failing to do so can lead to punishment in 
the afterlife. 


As Jesus states in Matthew 23:24 
Blind guides, who strain out a gnat and swallow a camel! 
More concern is given on the minor things than that on major issue . 


The Jews took great care not to swallow any insects including a gnat 
the smallest of the unclean insect while drinking wine , juice or water 
by filtering out by means of their selves but in the process of it they 
would swallow a camel which is the largest among the unclean 
animals. Jesus used exaggerations to prove a point. 


Leviticus 11:20 


‘All flying insects that creep on all fours shall be an abomination to 
you. 


Leviticus 11:4 


Nevertheless these you shall not eat among those that chew the cud or 
those that have cloven hooves: the camel, because it chews the cud 
but does not have cloven hooves, is unclean to you; 


Let’s continue 


2. Talmud Berakhot 51b: “One who eats with dirty hands is like one 
who offers a sacrifice to demons.” 


This Talmudic passage demonstrates their importance of hand 
washing in Jewish tradition. Eating with dirty hands is likened to 
making a sacrifice to demons, which is a grave sin in Jewish belief. 


But in reality sacrificing to a idol was doing a sacrifice to demons . 
Psalms 106:37-38 


They even sacrificed their sons And their daughters to demons, And 
shed innocent blood, The blood of their sons and daughters, Whom 
they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan; And the land was polluted with 
blood. 


1 Corinthians 10:19-20 


What am I saying then? That an idol is anything, or what is offered to 
idols is anything? Rather, that the things which the Gentiles sacrifice 
they sacrifice to demons and not to God, and I do not want you to 
have fellowship with demons. 


3. Mishnah Yadayim 2:1: “The hands must be washed up to the wrist, 
and care should be taken not to touch anything between the washing 
and the blessing.” 


This Mishna describes the proper technique for their washing hands 
before a meal. The hands must be washed up to the wrist to ensure 
that all impurities are removed, and one should avoid touching 
anything between the washing and the blessing to maintain purity. 


4. Talmud Berakhot 53b: “One who washes his hands and comes back 
to eat without saying a blessing is like a thief.” 


This passage from the Talmud highlights the importance of saying a 
blessing after washing hands. Failing to do so is likened to stealing, 
which is a serious offense in Jewish law. 


5. Talmud Berakhot 40a: “One should not taste anything without first 
washing their hands. Rabbi Hiyya bar Ashi says: Even bread made 
with sifted flour, which it is customary not to wash one’s hands before 
eating.” 


This Talmudic passage emphasizes that one should not taste any food 
before washing their hands, even if it is bread made with sifted flour, 
which is usually exempt from hand washing. 


6. Mishnah Berakhot 6:1: “When ten people ate together, they should 
wash their hands, and say a blessing over the bread.” 


This Mishna highlights the communal aspect of hand washing before a 
meal. It is recommended that ten people eat together and wash their 
hands before the meal while reciting blessings over the bread. 


7. Talmud Pesachim 106a: “One who eats without washing his hands, 
it is as though he has relationship with a prostitute, as the verse states: 
‘And my iniquity will be purged with soap’ (Jeremiah 2:22).” 


This Talmudic passage compares eating without washing hands with 


having a sinful relationship with a prostitute. The verse from Jeremiah 
suggests that just as soap cleanses impurities, washing hands cleanses 
impurities before a meal. 


The passage in Jeremiah states that soap can not cleanse you from 
your sins . 


Jeremiah 2:22 Tanakh-1917 For though thou wash thee with nitre, 
And take thee much soap, Yet thine iniquity is marked before Me, 
Saith the Lord GOD. 


8. Talmud Shabbat 14a: “One who washes his hands at the beginning 
of the meal removes the angel of death from his home.” 


This Talmudic passage emphasizes the so call spiritual benefits of 
washing hands before a meal. By removing the angel of death from 
one’s home, a person can be protected from harm and negativity. But 
in reality nothing can prevent you from death when it is your time to 


go. 


Ecclesiastes 8:8 Tanakh-1917 There is no man that hath power over 
the wind to retain the wind; neither hath he power over the day of 
death; and there is no discharge in war; neither shall wickedness 
deliver him that is given to it. 


9. Talmud Chulin 105b: “Ravina said in the name of Rav Yehuda: One 
must take care to wash both hands together. And why did Rav Yehuda 
require this? So that one does not appear like the Medianite soldiers, 
mentioned in who knew how to distinguish between right and left 
hands, and were therefore able to catch Gideon’s soldiers by their 
right hands.” 


This Talmudic passage emphasizes the importance of washing both 
hands together to avoid appearing like the Medianite soldiers, who 
were able to easily catch Gideon’s soldiers by their right hands. 
Washing both hands together is seen as a way of being careful and 
avoiding any mishaps. How ever this statement is showing more of the 
benefit of not washing your hands. 


10. Mishnah Chullin 8:2: “A person who touches his head, his ear, his 
nose, his mouth, his eyes, his ears, his feet, his back, or his clothes, 
should wash his hands before he eats, even if he does not wish to eat.” 


This section of the Mishnah highlights the various parts of the body 
that require hand washing before a meal, even if one does not plan on 
eating at that time. It emphasizes the importance of frequent hand 


washing in maintaining for the purpose for cleanliness and purity. The 
cleanliness I could agree on but the purity. 


11. Talmud Berakhot 51a: “Rav Nachman bar Yitzchak said: One who 
washes his hands as required will be privileged to greet the 
Shechinah, as it is stated: ‘Cleanse your hands, sinners, and purify 
your hearts, you men of double mind.’ (Psalms 24:4).” 


This Talmudic passage emphasizes the spiritual benefits of hand 
washing. Washing hands as required can lead to a deeper connection 
with the Shechinah ( God’s presence). It highlights the idea that hand 
washing can be a form of spiritual purification that prepares one for a 
closer relationship with God. Which it doesn’t. God doesn’t care about 
if you have clean hands but rather he cares more what you do with 
your hands . 


Notice the words the work of their hands in the following passages 
Psalms 28:4 


Give them according to their deeds, And according to the wickedness 
of their endeavors; Give them according to the work of their hands; 
Render to them what they deserve. 


Revelation 9:20 


But the rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not 
repent of the works of their hands, that they should not worship 
demons, and idols of gold, silver, brass, stone, and wood, which can 
neither see nor hear nor walk. 


And the hands are what is used to commit sin, like murder and 
stealing. 


Isaiah 1:15 


When you spread out your hands, I will hide My eyes from you; Even 
though you make many prayers, I will not hear. Your hands are full of 
blood. 


Isaiah 59:3 


For your hands are defiled with blood, And your fingers with iniquity; 
Your lips have spoken lies, Your tongue has muttered perversity. 


Look at what the New Testament states 


Ephesians 4:28 


Let him who stole steal no longer, but rather let him labor, working 
with his hands what is good, that he may have something to give him 
who has need. 


12. Mishnah Yadayim 2:4: “One should not dry one’s hands with 
something that is impure, even if it will not make one’s hands impure. 
And one should not dry one’s hands with something that is impure 
and that will make one’s hands impure, even if one’s hands are 
already pure.” 


This Mishna tries highlights the importance of using only clean and 
pure materials when drying one’s hands after washing them. Even if 
one’s hands are already pure, using an impure material to dry them 
would risk contaminating them again but notice also states “even if it 
will not make one’s hands impure” by stating that they are 
contradicting themselves. Which is it can it make me impure or not? 
And the answer is it can’t do either or . 


13. Talmud Berakhot 60b: “When the Temple stood, the Kohanim 
would recite a prayer over washing their hands before serving God, as 
it says, ‘I will wash my hands among the pure and circumvent Your 
altar, God’ (Psalms 26:6).” 


This Talmudic passage speaks to the historical importance of hand 
washing in Jewish ritual practice. The Kohanim, (Jewish priests), 
would recite a prayer specifically for hand washing before serving in 
the Temple. The reference to circumventing God’s altar emphasizes 
their idea that hand washing is a prerequisite for approaching the 
Divine. The psalm which it qoutes say differently about washing 
innocence of life not water . 


Psalms 26:6 


I will wash my hands in innocence; So I will go about Your altar, O 
Lord, 


Again God’s concern is more about living a live of Holiness than to 
have dirty hands. 


14. Shulchan Aruch Orach Chayim 160:1: “When one wakes up from 
sleep, one should immediately wash one’s hands three times, 
alternating hands.” 


This section of the Shulchan Aruch, a halakhic code of Jewish law, 


emphasizes their importance of hand washing upon waking up. The 
three repetitions of hand washing are seen as a way to purify oneself 
before starting the day. Kind of odd that they do it three times for 
each hand. The Trinity is implied without them even recognizing it . 


15. Talmud Pesachim 115b: “Rabbi Yehuda taught: On Shabbat, one 
should bring two pitchers of warm water, one for washing one’s face 
and hands, and one for washing one’s feet.” 


This Talmudic passage speaks to the specific practice of hand washing 
on Shabbat. In addition to washing one’s hands before a meal, it is 
recommended to wash one’s face and feet as well, using warm water 
to enhance the experience of sanctity on thier holy day. 


16. Talmud Berakhot 13a: “One who participates in a meal without 
washing their hands oversteps the bounds of common custom.” 


This passage highlights the social aspect of hand washing before a 
meal. Hand washing before a meal was seen as a common custom, and 
neglecting to do so would have been viewed as outside of the norm. In 
other words follow the crowd if you don’t do what they you are a 
rebel . But what happens if the crowd is wrong , like in their case who 
done it for the purpose of being right with God but in reality God was 
not concerned about their hands but their sinful actions. But can this 
be proven to be so? No it can’t. 


17. Talmud Pesachim 113b: “Rabbi Yochanan said: The dirt on one’s 
hands contains a measure of poison, and if one places their hands on 
their eyes it can damage their sight.” 


This Talmudic passage highlights their importance of hand washing 
for hygiene purposes. The dirt on one’s hands was thought to contain 
a measure of poison that could be harmful if it came into contact with 
one’s body, especially the eyes. No, our hands do not contain poison 
that can blind us if not washed. But I could agree with the fact that at 
times we might touch harmful chemicals, toxic substances, or certain 
infectious agents with our hands and then touch our eyes, nose, or 
mouth, it could potentially cause irritation, infection, or other adverse 
effects. But still they are wrong in stating our hands contain poison. 


18. Talmud Masekhet Sofrim 3:15: “The hands are the seat of impurity 
above all other parts of the body.” 


This passage underscores a belief common in Jewish thought that the 
hands are associated with impurity and need to be purified before 
approaching sacred objects or engaging in holy work. I believe this is 


also believe by the Roman Catholic priest because they do this before 
the Eucharist. But what does Jesus states . 


John 15:3 


You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to 
you. 


Not you need to wash again and again. 


19. Talmud Berakhot 53b: “Eating with unwashed hands is like having 
sexual relations with someone’s wife, as it is written, ‘A generation 
which comes with clean hands.’ (Psalms 24:4).” 


This Talmudic passage draws a comparison between eating with 
unwashed hands and the act of adultery. It emphasizes the importance 
of purity and cleanliness, and connects hand washing to a broader 
moral code of behavior which it shouldn’t. Adultery is a sin but not 
wash ones hands is just bad hygiene which doesn’t saves you or 
condemns you if you don’t. 


20. Talmud Avodah Zarah 30b: “Even if the hands are clean, one 
should still wash them because in the morning they touched the ears 
and nose. Rav Huna bar Yehuda said: And also because of the evil 
spirit that resides upon them.” 


This passage speaks to the ritual impurity that is believed to 
accumulate on one’s hands overnight. Even if one’s hands appear 
clean, it was recommended to wash them before a meal for purity 
reasons, as well as to ward off any evil spirits that may reside upon 
them. Evil spirits could care less if you wash your hands or not . This 
reminds me of the reason why Muslims wash their nose so keep Satan 
who was in their noses out. 


Sahih al-Bukhari 
Vol. 4, Book 54, Hadith 516 


The Prophet said, “If anyone of you rouses from sleep and performs 
the ablution, he should wash his nose by putting water in it and then 
blowing it out thrice, because Satan has stayed in the upper part of his 
nose all the night.” 


It is all ridiculous and even funny. But scary for those who hold those 
beliefs. 


The blessing that Jews recite when washing their hands before a meal 
is called “Netilat Yadayim.” The text of the blessing is as follows: 


“Baruch Atah Adonai, Eloheinu Melech ha’olam, asher kid’shanu 
b’mitzvotav v’tzivanu al netilat yadayim.” 


Translation: “Blessed are You, Lord our God, King of the universe, 
who has sanctified us with His commandments and has commanded 
us concerning the washing of hands.” 


The reference for this blessing can be found in the Talmud, a central 
text of Rabbinic Judaism. Specifically, it is mentioned in tractate 
Berachot 53b, which discusses various blessings and rituals 
surrounding meals. 


The practice of washing hands before meals is consider an important 
aspect of Jewish tradition and we saw it is not supported by the Old 
Testament as something to be done before a meal as to be right with 
God. This specific ritual is not mentioned in the Old Testament, only 
to be found in later rabbinic literature, particularly in the Talmud and 
Mishna as a tradition Jesus and his disciples challenged in their time 
when it was known as part of the oral law. 


